Introduction. Despite a large number of modern contraceptive methods available in the market today, numerous studies have shown insufficient awareness of young women about these forms for birth control. The aim of this study was to compare characteristics of common use of contraceptives as well as the awareness of hormonal contraception among female students of the Faculty of Medicine and the Faculty of Technical Sciences in Novi Sad. Materials and Methods. In the study which was conducted in 2012 240 female students of the Faculty of Medicine and the Faculty of Technical Sciences participated. The average age of students of the Faculty of Medicine and the Faculty of Technical Sciences was 24.06 ± 3.24 and 22.72 ± 0.90 years, respectively. They completed an anonymous questionnaire, which consisted of three parts. The first part comprised general questions, the second part included characteristics of the sexual life of students and their contraceptive habits, while in the third part students were asked to evaluate the accuracy of statements about hormonal contraception. The obtained data were statistically processed by using appropriate methods. Results. The average age when the students of the Faculty of Medicine and the Faculty of Technical Sciences had the first sexual intercourse was 18.74 ± 2.61 and 18.75 ± 2.59, respectively. One third of students from both faculties (30.91% from the Faculty of Medicine and 35% from the Faculty of Technical Sciences) had only one sexual partner. Modern contraception was used by 83.64% of the medical students and by 80% of those from the Faculty of Technical Sciences. Contraception was used regularly by 54.54% of the medical students and 43% of those from the Faculty of Technical Sciences. The most frequently applied contraceptive method was condom (90% of the medical students and 93% of the Faculty of Technical Sciences students, respectively). Oral contraceptives were used by 24.54% of the medical students and 11% of those form the Faculty of Technical Sciences. There was a statistically significant difference in the knowledge level between the two groups since the medical students gave quantitatively higher range of expected responses than the students from the Faculty of Technical Sciences. Conclusion. It is necessary to increase the availability of adequate information on various types of contraception to student population in Vojvodina. Key words: Contraceptives, Oral, Hormonal; Female; Students; Questionnaires; Health Knowledge, Attitudes, Practice; Sexual Behavior Sažetak Uvod. Pored velikog broja savremenih metoda kontracepcije koje postoje na tržištu, brojne studije su pokazale nedovoljnu obaveštenost mladih žena o ovim vidovima kontracepcije. Cilj rada je upoređivanje karakteristika korišćenja kontracepcije i informisanosti o hormonskoj kontracepciji studentkinja Medicinskog fakulteta i Fakulteta tehničkih nauka u Novom Sadu. Materijal i metode. U istraživanju sprovedenom 2012. godine učestvovalo je 240 studentkinja Medicinskog fakulteta i Fakulteta tehničkih nauka, odabranih metodom slučajnog izbora, koje su pristale da popune anonimni upitnik iz tri dela. Proseč-na starost studentkinja Medicinskog fakulteta bila je 24,06 ± 3,24 godina, a Fakulteta tehničkih nauka 22,72 ± 0,90 godina. Prvi deo je obuhvatao opšta pitanja, drugi deo se odnosio na karakteristike seksualnog života ispitanica i kontraceptivne navike, dok su se u trećem delu ispitanice izjašnjavale o tačnosti tvrdnji o hormonskoj kontracepciji. Dobijeni podaci su statistički obrađivani odgovarajućim metodama. Rezultati. Proseč-na starost pri stupanju u seksualne odnose studentkinja oba fakulteta bila je slična (18,74 ± 2,61 i 18,75 ± 2,59 godina). Treći-na studentkinja oba fakulteta (30,91% sa Medicinskog fakulteta i 35% sa Fakulteta tehničkih nauka) imalo je jednog seksualnog partnera. Savremenu kontracepciju primenjivalo je 83,64% studentkinja Medicinskog fakulteta i 80% studentkinja Fakulteta tehničkih nauka, od čega ju je redovno primenjivalo 54,54% studentkinja Medicinskog fakulteta i 43% studentkinja Fakulteta tehničkih nauka. Najčešće zastupljeni savremeni metod kontracepcije bio je kondom (90% Medicinskog fakulteta, 93% Fakulteta tehničkih nauka). Oralne kontraceptive primenjivalo je 24,54% studentkinja Medicinskog fakulteta i 11% studentkinja Fakulteta tehničkih nauka. Poredeći znanja o oralnim kontraceptivima, studentkinje Medicinskog fakulteta dale su statistič-ki značajno veći broj očekivanih odgovora od studentkinja Fakulteta tehničkih nauka. Zaključak. Potrebno je povećati dostupnost adekvatnih informacija o različitim vidovima kontracepcije među studentskom populacijom u Vojvodini.
Introduction
There are numerous and complex problems in the field of family planning and reproductive health of the population in the Republic of Serbia. One of them is the high prevalence of conservative birth control methods, among which interrupted intercourse (coitus interruptus) is dominant. Consequently, abortion is the most common solution in case of unintended pregnancy [1] . The overall abortion rate in Serbia was estimated to be 2.76 in 2007 (twice higher than the total fertility rate) and among the highest in Europe and the world [2] .
Besides conservative methods of birth control, numerous modern contraceptive methods are nowadays available to sexually active people. They include not only barrier methods of contraception (condom, diaphragm), but also chemical contraception (spermicides), hormonal contraceptives (oral, vaginal, injection, patches, implants), intrauterine devices (IUDs) and emergency contraception.
Recently, there have been significant scientific improvements in the development of new contraceptive technologies, including the transfer from oral contraceptives with higher doses of estrogen to those with low doses as well as the implementation of new-generation progestogens with antiandrogenic properties. In addition, new ways of hormonal contraception application have been introduced -implants, IUDs, vaginal rings and patches [3] . Thus, the choice of new contraceptive methods has been expanded and their safety and effectiveness have been improved. In addition, hormonal contraception, apart from its basic propertiesprotection from unintended pregnancy, exerts various beneficial therapeutic effects [4] .
Despite numerous methods of hormonal contraception, some studies have shown insufficient awareness of young women about this form of contraception [5] . Awareness of hormonal contraception is particularly important for medical staff because they play an essential role in health education of population. Consequently, their attitudes and knowledge about this issue can have a significant impact on the proper use of hormonal contraception in the general population [6] .
According to recently published studies conducted in Europe, there is a direct correlation between the level of education of respondents and the use of modern contraceptive methods [7, 8] . It has also been observed that most of unintended pregnancies occur primarily in young women aged between 18 and 24 years [9] . Therefore, it is especially important to examine the use of modern methods of contraception in the student population because students belong both to the category of highly educated population and to the age group in which pregnancy occurs most often.
Bearing all the above mentioned in mind, the objective of this study was to compare the characteristics of contraceptives use as well as the knowledge on hormonal contraception in female students of the Faculty of Medicine (FM) and the Faculty of Technical Sciences (FTS) in Novi Sad.
Materials and Methods
Two hundred and forty randomly chosen female students of the 3rd, 4th and 5th year of the FM and the FTS, University of Novi Sad, participated in this study, which was conducted in October and November 2012. The participants filled in the questionnaire especially designed for this purpose. It was anonymous and approved by the Ethics Committee of the Faculty of Medicine in Novi Sad. All the respondents gave their consent to participate in this study.
The questionnaire consisted of three parts. The first part included general questions and was filled in by all the participants (i.e. the name of faculty, the year of study and the date of birth). The second part, which was filled in by sexually active students only, included questions related to the age when they had had the first sexual intercourse, the number of sexual partners as well as the characteristics of the contraceptive methods they used (i.e. types of methods, frequency of their use and who they had been recommended by). In the third part, all participants were asked to assess the accuracy of 10 statements regarding hormonal contraception. Three possible answers were offered (correct, incorrect and not known). The statements are listed below:
1. Contraceptive pill is reliable in unwanted pregnancy prevention.
2. Contraceptive pill protects from sexually transmitted diseases.
3. Contraceptive pill should be taken immediately before intercourse.
4. Regular and proper usage of oral contraceptives inhibits ovulation.
5. Periods are less painful and intense if oral contraception is used.
6. Oral contraceptives increases hirsutism of the body.
7. Infertility is one of the consequences of long-term administration of oral contraceptives.
8. If I use oral contraceptives, I may become promiscuous.
9. You should not use oral contraceptives if you are younger than 30.
10. Hormonal contraception is available in a form of transdermal patches. If a certain statement was true (e.g. statement 1), the expected answer was correct, and the expected answer for a false statement (e.g. statement 2) was incorrect.
In addition, the female students expressed their opinion about the necessity to be educated on hormonal contraception.
Data obtained from the questionnaires were statistically processed by using Microsoft Excel 2007. Mean value, standard deviation and percentage distribution were calculated. In order to test the statistical significance, Student t test and χ2 test were performed and the difference was considered statistically significant if p <0.05.
Results
The study included 120 female students from FM and 120 female students from FTS, who attended the 3rd, 4th, and 5th year of the relevant faculty. No statistically significant difference in the structure between two studied groups was observed (p = 0.25). The average age of students from the FM was 24.06 ± 3.24 years while the average age of those from the FTS was 22.72 ± 0.90 years. There was no statistically significant difference between the groups regarding their age (p = 0.06). The vast majority of the students of both faculties (92% from the FM and 83% from the FTS) had sexual intercourses. No statistically significant difference in the number of sexually active students from the FM and the FTS was observed (p = 0.05).
The FM and FTS students had the first sexual intercourse at the age of 18.74 ± 2.61 and 18.75 ± 2.59, respectively. There was no statistically significant difference in the average age of the respondents when they had had the first sexual intercourse between the two observed groups (p = 0.99). Fifty percent of medical students and 45% of those from the FTS had had sexual intercourses before the age of 19 years (adolescence) (Graph 1).
The percentage of students from the FM and the FTS having had one sexual partner was 30.91% and 35%, respectively. Other participants had 3-11 sexual partners (Graph 2). There was no statistically significant difference in the number of sexual partners between the study groups (p = 0.73).
Of all sexually active female students who used some methods of contraception (including coitus interruptus), 83.4% of medical students and 80% of those from the FTS used one of the previously mentioned methods of modern contraception. Contraception was used regularly by 54.54% of medical students and 43% of those from the FTS (Graph 3). There was no statistically significant difference in the frequency of the use of contraceptive methods between the observed groups (p = 0.25).
The most frequently used contraceptive method was condom, which was used by 90% of the FM and 93% of FTS female students. A higher number of medical students used oral contraceptives than those from the FTS (24.54% vs. 11%), while more female students from the FTS used emergency contraception than the medical students (28% vs. 16.36%) (Table 1). There was no statistically significant differGraph 1. Mean age of the study sample students when they had the first sexual intercourse Grafikon 1. ence in the number of female students from both faculties who used a condom (p = 0.43), while there was a statistically significant difference in the number of participants who used emergency contraception (p = 0.04) and oral contraceptives (p = 0.01).
The respondents were not asked about the use of contraceptive patches because such contraceptive methods are not available on the market in the Republic of Serbia. Although the use of IUDs is not contraindicated in girls who have not given birth, none of the female students who participated in our study used this form of modern contraception.
The majority of medical female students (59.09%) consulted their partner when choosing the contraception method, while the female students from the FTS were advised by their gynecologist (55%). More than half of the participants from both groups (69.17% from the FTS and 65% from the FM) were interested in attending organized courses on modern contraceptive methods.
In terms of accurate awareness of oral contraceptives, the largest number of statements (statements 1, 2, 3, 5, 7, 8) were correctly assessed by more than 50% of female students from both faculties (correct for true statements and incorrect for false statements). However, more than 50% of medical female students and less than 50% of those from the FTS gave expected answers to three statements (statements 6, 9, 10).
The fact that regular and proper use of contraceptive pills inhibits ovulation (statement 4) was known by 74.17% of the medical students, but not by the 51.67% of participants from the FTS. A statistically significant difference in knowledge on oral contraceptives between the groups is shown in Table 2 .
Taking into account all the items, there was a statistically significant difference in the knowledge level between the two groups, because the medical students produced a greater number of correct answers than those from the FTS (p = 0.00).
Discussion
Numerous studies conducted worldwide have examined contraceptive habits and knowledge on various forms of contraception among students [6, [10] [11] [12] [13] [14] [15] [16] [17] [18] , and many of them have given special reference to students of medical faculties [6, 10-12, 15, 17] . Our study compared contraceptive habits and awareness of hormonal contraception among the medical female students, who had the opportunity to gain knowledge about various aspects of contraception during their regular studies, as well as the female students from the FTS, who did not have such an opportunity. In addition, the knowledge on contraception is of great importance especially for medical students who are expected to give reliable advice on contraceptive methods to their patients during their future practical work.
All sexually active female students included in our investigation used some contraceptive methods; however, 16.36% of medical students and 20% of those from the FTS used only coitus interruptus as the only form of contraception. Our results could be compared to the results of similar research conducted in Greece, which included female students of dentistry. In the latter study, all participants used contraception, but 20.5% of them used a condom or withdrawal, while 6.8% used only withdrawal [11] . A recent survey on contraceptive habits among young people from the Balkan Peninsula has reported that a relatively high percentage of respondents use some unsafe methods of contraception, which means that 4.3% of young men from the territory of Bosnia and Herzegovina, and even 19.7% of young men from Macedonia practice coitus interruptus [19] . No significant difference in contraceptive habits of young people from the neighboring countries could be explained by similar cultural characteristics. However, the comparison of the situation in countries from the Balkan Peninsula with Scandinavian countries, where health care system is highly developed, has shown that all sexually active students from Finland and Norway, regardless of socio-demographic characteristics, use reliable modern contraceptive methods such as hormonal contraceptives and condoms [13, 14] .
As for the experience with reliable modern methods of contraception (condoms, hormonal contraceptives, IUDs), the majority of sexually active female students from both faculties in our study stated to have had experience with condoms during their sexual life (90% of medical female students and 93% of those from the FTS), that being consistent with data obtained from studies conducted in the neighboring countries. While young people in the neighboring countries opt for condom of all available modern methods of contraception [10, 11, 15, 19] , the majority of students from Scandinavian countries (Finland, Sweden), choose one of the methods of hormonal contraception as a protection from unintended pregnancy [14, 16] . Hence, condom is the most commonly used contraceptive method during the first sexual intercourse among female students from Finland, while 54% of female students who are in long-term relationship use oral contraceptives [14] . In our research, more medical female students (24.54%) had the experience with oral contraceptives than those from the FTS (11%). The medical female students had numerous opportunities to attend lectures (in pharmacology, gynecology) on hormonal contraception during their regular study, which probably made them more confident when choosing oral contraceptives. This is probably the reason why they consulted only the partner regarding birth control choices (59.09%), while the female students from the FTS primarily re- Nevertheless, a recently published study which included female students from the Faculty of Medicine, University of Belgrade has reported the prevalence of oral contraceptives to be similar to the one among the female students from the FTS in our study (11.3%) . In this study, 65.3% of respondents used contraceptive pills primarily because of other therapeutic effects of oral contraceptive such as treatment of dysmenorrhea, dermatological diseases (acne) etc. [6] . In addition, more than two thirds of sexually active female students from the Medical Faculty of Warsaw use oral contraceptives in order to regulate menstrual cycle [15] . A much lower rate of oral contraceptive administration was recorded among female students of the Faculty of Medicine in Greece (4.9%) and in Ukraine (4.5%) than in our study [11, 12] . A recent study on the level of knowledge on sexually transmitted infections among the students conducted by Nikolić and Kapamadžija has shown that the greatest number of female students believe that condom is the safest way of protection against sexually transmitted infections (up to 66.7%) while a much smaller number of them think that avoiding numerous sexual partners is also essential (to 38.8%) [20] . The majority of female students from our study sample had one or two sexual partners.
In the part of the questionnaire on the awareness of hormonal contraception, more than 50% of female students from both faculties gave the expected answers to the greatest number of statements. However, the overall awareness of hormonal contraception was better among the medical female students than among those from the FTS. It is not surprising because of broader medical education among the female students from the FM. According to our data, neither the age of engagement into sexual intercourses nor the number of sexual partners did influence the informedness about hormonal contraception. Namely, both groups of female students were of similar age when they had the first sexual intercourse (18.75 years) and they had the equal number of partners (1 or 2), while their overall awareness of hormonal contraception is different. A lower rate of oral contraceptive use among the female students from the FTS could be explained by the fact that more than a third of the participants (37.15%) believed that "infertility is one of the consequences of long-term usage of oral contraceptives", while 25% of female students from the FTS believed that "You should not use oral contraceptives if you are younger than 30". About half of the participants of both groups had little knowledge about the non-contraceptive benefits of oral contraceptives -it was unknown for most of them that oral contraceptives do not increase hirsutism of the body as well as that periods are less painfull and intense if oral contraception is used. The medical female students knew more about the mechanism of oral contraceptive actions, which is understandable taking into consideration their education. A study conducted in Norway as well as a large CHOICE (The Contraceptive Choice Project) study that involved 11 European countries has revealed that the knowledge on hormonal contraception is largely affected by gender (females have greater knowledge than males), and by the use of oral contraceptives because females who choose to use oral contraceptives are more motivated to be adequately informed about the effects and consequences of oral contraceptive use [13, 21] .
The female students who participated in our study were interested in organized education about modern contraceptive methods. A study on the influence of socio-demographic factors on the use of contraception conducted by Bjelica et al. revealed that those female students who thought to have sufficient knowledge about contraception used it more frequently than those who believed that they had insufficient knowledge and needed additional information on that topic [18] .
Conclusion
It is necessary to invest efforts to increase the availability of adequate information about the different types of contraception among the students in Vojvodina. The first steps have been made by the Provincial Secretariat for Sports and Youth by conducting a pilot study in order to introduce sexual education in schools. In addition, the subject "Health education on reproductive health" was taught in 10 secondary schools in Vojvodina during the school year 2013/14. Special attention should be paid to the education of future medical staff, who will contribute to reduce the number of unintended pregnancies and their termination by proper counseling of the patient in the future.
